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CHAPTER I

THE INQUIRY PHASE: IDENTIFYING, CLARIFYING AND
DOCUMENTING THE PROBLEM

Introduction

The decline of many once proud school districts in Michigan has been
disheartening, from the large districts such as Detroit and Flint to the small districts like
Benton Harbor and Muskegon Heights, which have all fallen on dire times. Many of
these school districts are in communities of color and they appear to be suffering more so
than other districts. Desperate families are left to fend for themselves looking for better
schools and educational opportunities for their children. For many, charter schools are the
only choice to this growing problem. But in some of these districts, charter schools are a
source of the problem. Some claim they have become predators of the poor and urban
communities who have few alternatives, with their for profit first organizations and
stripped down curriculums. Eighty percent of the charters in Michigan operate for profit
(Kain, 2011).
The community of Benton Harbor has fallen prey to a crumbling school district
and low performing charters. Radical change is necessary, which means locally run and
supported charters are needed. For many years in Benton Harbor Area Schools, I, as a
teacher and central administration staff, witnessed ineffective leadership and poor
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decisions. Although I was part of endless committees and forums, I had no real influence
in changing the climate and culture.
My specialist project gave me an excellent opportunity to help lead the
community in a positive direction toward educating students. This project is grassroots
and details the creation of a charter application which, when approved, will create a
locally run school where the community would have authentic input in the school’s
development and management.
Before I proceed, let me profile a bit more about myself. I have been a teacher
(lead and mentor teacher) for Benton Harbor Area Schools (BHAS) for over 30 years. I
was also vice president of the teachers’ union at one time. I’ve also worked in central
administration as a literacy coordinator/coach and liaison for Western Michigan
University and BHAS. My education includes a Bachelor’s Degree in Sociology, African
Americana Studies, and Secondary Education; and a Master’s Degree in Literacy Studies
from Western Michigan University. I am also a Michigan certified reading specialist and
a highly qualified classroom teacher. Additionally, I was an adjunct professor at Western
Michigan University in the Literacy Studies department. I am currently completing my
Educational Specialist degree in Educational Leadership at WMU.

Background

Benton Harbor is a city in Berrien County in the U.S. state of Michigan, that is
located west of Kalamazoo and northwest of South Bend, Indiana. It is the smaller, by
population, of the two principal cities in the Niles-Benton, Michigan Metropolitan
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Statistical Area, an area with 156,813 people. As of the census of 2010, there were
10,038 people, 3,548 households, and 2,335 families residing in the city (Benton
Harbor’s profile including population data and maps within zip codes 49022 and 49023 is
available at http://www.city-data.com/city/Benton-Harbor-Michigan.html). The racial
makeup of the city was 7.0% White, 89.2% African American, 0.3% Native American,
0.1% Asian, 0.8% from other races, and 2.6% from two or more races. Hispanic or Latino
of any race was 2.2% of the population. The median household income of $17,471 was
much lower than both the state ($44,667) and national levels ($40,154) (retrieved from
http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml). The average annual
unemployment rate, reported as Niles-Benton Harbor area, for February 2007, was 7.7%,
Berrien County 7.7%, and the State of Michigan 7.2% (retrieved from
http://www.michigan.gov). The highest levels of poverty are located in the City of
Benton Harbor with an unemployment rate of 27.4%. Educational attainment levels for
Benton Harbor residents are substantially lower than those in Michigan and the United
States.

Statement of the Problem

Benton Harbor Area Schools (BHAS) at one time was one of the largest school
districts in Berrien County, serving the city of Benton Harbor and various surrounding
areas. Now it’s one of the smallest with a declining population and low academic
performance. BHAS currently consists of one high school, four 1st–8th grade buildings,
and a preschool and kindergarten center. Parents are removing their children from the
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district schools due to safety issues and academic performance. For example, according
to the Michigan Department of Education Top-to-Bottom Ranking, three of the four
schools in Benton Harbor are at the bottom 3% of the state-wide ranking (see Table 1).

Table 1
Where Students Are Currently Being Educated
Percentile
Name of School
Rank
31
Arts and Communication Academy

District

Grades

Benton Harbor Area Schools

1-8

1

International Academy

Benton Harbor Area Schools

1-8

3

Montessori Academy

Benton Harbor Area Schools

1-8

3

STEAM Academy

Benton Harbor Area Schools

1-8

35

Benton Harbor Charter

Benton Harbor Charter

KG-8

5

Mildred C. Wells Charter

Mildred C. Wells Charter

KG-7

30

Countryside Charter

Countryside Charter

KG-5

82

Mars Elementary

Berrien Springs Public Schools

KG-2

65

Sylvester Elementary

Berrien Springs Public Schools

3-5

87

Roosevelt Elementary

Lakeshore Public Schools

KG-5

73

Hollywood Elementary

Lakeshore Public Schools

KG-5

93

Stewart Elementary

Lakeshore Public Schools

KG-5

84

Brown Elementary

St. Joseph Public Schools

KG-5

80

E.P. Clark Elementary

St. Joseph Public Schools

KG-5

87

Lincoln Elementary

St. Joseph Public Schools

KG-5

No Data Brookview Montessori

Private

No Data Lake Michigan Catholic

Parochial

NOTE: Percentage rank goes from 1 to 100, with a 1 meaning the school is in the lowest 1% of all schools
in Michigan.

BHAS have lost an average of 100 to 150 students yearly for the last seven years.
Many BHAS students have left the district to participate in schools of choice in districts
such as Berrien Springs, Lakeshore, and St. Joseph and enter local public school
academies (PSA) like Benton Harbor Charter, Countryside, and Mildred C. Wells. At this
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time many of the schools of choice have stopped taking BHAS students because of
enrollment caps and most of the charters have a waiting list. According to the Michigan
Department of Education, the districts of choice have performed very well academically,
but unfortunately none of the PSAs have performed on a high academic level.
Currently, BHAS are in financial crisis. A new superintendent of schools was
employed as of July of 2010, but in terms of academics and finances, the issues have only
gotten worse. An article in the Herald Palladium dated November 23, 2011 (Sec. A, p. 1)
notes, “State schools Superintendent Michael Flanagan said in a Nov. 15 letter to Benton
Harbor Superintendent Leonard Seawood the [financial] review is needed because of
serious concerns about the district’s financial viability. Among those concerns are the
district’s $18 million deficit, its distressed cash flow, and the fact it has missed two
payments to its employee’s retirement service and can’t come to an agreement with its
employees about a contract.” In the same article, Dr. Seawood is quoted as saying,
“Changes, consolidations and cuts have to be made to avoid a state takeover under Public
Act 4, the emergency manager law—the same law that is governing Benton Harbor’s
emergency manager” (Herald Palladium, November 23, 2011, Sec. A, p. 1). As recently
as September 14, 2013, the state unexpectedly told Benton Harbor Area Schools to cut an
additional $4 million dollars from its budget by mid-October or they will not disburse the
state aid necessary to make payroll. Moreover, the state is requiring Benton Harbor Area
Schools to eliminate the entire $16 million dollar deficit within the next five years. With
declining enrollment and nothing left to cut from the budget, these financial liabilities
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could possibly be the end of BHAS as we know it. That will leave over 2,000 K–8
students searching for an educational institution to further their learning.
After watching this meteoric decline of a once very proud school district, a group
of community leaders led by myself decided to start a charter school in the city of Benton
Harbor. This process started a year ago and is currently ongoing. With the decline of
BHAS, and the low performing public school academies in Benton Harbor, the new
proposed Obama Fine Arts Academy will be a breath of fresh air. It will be located in the
middle of a revitalized downtown arts district and become a vital part of the many arts
studios that are already active in serving the youth in the community. The Obama Fine
Arts Academy will also be the only school of the arts in the county of Berrien. Studies
have shown that arts teaching and learning can increase student’s cognitive and social
development: “The arts can be a crucial link for students in developing the critical
thinking skills and motivations they need to achieve at higher levels” (Deasy &
Stevenson, 2002, p. 167). Also, instruction in the arts is one of the best ways in which to
involve the different modes of learning. Through art, children learn complex thinking
skills and master developmental tasks (Beldon & Fessard, 2001). The Obama Fine Arts
Academy will have a campus-like atmosphere with an extensive and comprehensive
afterschool program. Students will have the opportunity to have expert instruction in
instrumental and vocal music, dance, glassblowing, beading, stain glass, and drawing and
painting.

Overview of the Process
In the chapters that follow, I will provide more details, but here is a synopsis of
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the key activities I engaged in while creating a charter application.

Winter 2012
•

Researched the problem, demographics and need through observation, interviews
and internet. Used Michigan Association Public School Academies (MAPSA)
and National Alliance for Public Charter Schools (NAPCS) for charter research
and resources.

Spring 2012
•

Researched existing charters and schools of choice in the community populations,
test scores, curriculum, authorizers and Education Management Organizations
(EMOs), state ranking, staffing, locations and turnover rates for student and staff.

•

Contacted state of Michigan inquiring about deadlines for grant application and
general information.

•

Implemented surveys in the community

•

Met with Michigan Department of Education Consultants in Benton Harbor

•

Interviewed potential planning committee members

Summer 2013
•

Selected planning committee

•

Met with all stakeholders in the arts district of Benton Harbor

•

Formed non-profit
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•

Delegated sections of Phase I authorizer application to be completed by weekly
meetings

•

Selected of proposed building sites

•

Held building design meeting

•

Developed costs for building

Fall 2013
•

Critiqued rough draft of Phase I authorizer application

•

Met with potential local authorizers, local community college, and Berrien RESA

•

Hired consultants from list recommended by the state of Michigan

•

Met with potential financial advisors

•

Submitted Phase I authorizer application to Ferris State University and Central
Michigan University

•

Both applications denied

Winter 2014
•

Met with new developer with two buildings available for charter school

•

Met with architect in Grand Rapids with experience in designing charter schools
throughout Michigan

•

Met with a potential investor

•

Gave a presentation at a financial institution

•

Met with a new consultant
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CHAPTER II

THE DESIGN PHASE: SEARCHING FOR AND DESIGNING
A COMPREHENSIVE STRATEGIC RESPONSE

Forming the Planning Committee

The first and most important step in forming a charter is selecting and developing
a planning committee. The planning committee should be totally committed to the project
and have a high level of expertise. The Benton Harbor community is in desperate need of
a viable educational institution to educate its residents. Many of the key stakeholders in
the community such as Whirlpool and other businesses in the downtown area understand
how important this is. Benton Harbor has changed from a manufacturing hub into a very
technical and white collar employment force. It was very important to put together a very
experienced and formative planning team. I interviewed over 30 community residents and
came up with six people who I thought had the expertise to compliment a formidable
team of professionals to make this a successful endeavor. The team is composed of a
lawyer, two fine arts consultants, a community liaison, an architect, and a parent. A
detailed description of the team members and their related qualifications is provided in
Appendix A.
Completing the authorizer and grant applications was very complicated and time
consuming. I delegated some of the responsibility to the committee members based on
their area of expertise. Each committee member was given a task (usually two to three
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questions to answer) and they would report to me on a weekly basis until the questions
were completed. The areas of concern dealt with finance and facilities, curriculum,
community need and demographics, assessments, general research and local politics.

Finance and Facilities

The Planning Committee anticipated the following pre-operational costs in the
months preceding opening; and worked to secure the planning grant from the state to help
cover these costs:
•

Business plan development, research and grant writing costs;

•

Quality technical assistance;

•

Salary and benefits for the Principal-in-training;

•

Professional Development for the Principal and staff including content and skill
development, as well as immersion in the Service and Safety model;

•

Staff stipends for summer training and planning work;

•

Costs for marketing consultation including website development and materials
related to marketing and communication about the new school;

•

Purchase of curricular materials, including supplemental materials, NWEA/MAP
assessment and technology;

•

Consultation and purchase of student data and assessment tracking system;

•

Purchase and/or renovation of a leased school facility. This includes costs for
construction, furniture, fixtures and basic operating equipment associated with the
facility itself, along with transaction costs and architectural services.
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•

Development of grade level expectations, unit assessments, common rubrics;

•

Supplies, office and instructional staff;
Pending funding, the already committed funding from the state would allow the

school to open without subgrant funding, however the grant funding would further
enhance and improve the quality of program and materials provided in year one. The
school would not rely on state aid in its pre-operational phases. After its planned opening
in September 2014, the school would have begun receiving state aid, consistent with the
Michigan School Aid Act, in October 2014. Once the Academy opens, it would qualify to
receive state aid as an operational source of funds. Given the likely student body, the
Planning Committee expects to qualify for Title I related funding, and the federal lunch
program, as well as E-Rate. The School would also receive funding related to the delivery
of special education programs under IDEA. The Human Resource provider may also do a
net-90 for payroll to support month-to-month cash flow prior to state aid. Figure 1
provides a high level summary of anticipated costs for the first two years of planning.

Michigan Department of Education Planning/Implementation Grant and Donations
Year One, Prior to Opening
$225,000.00 (sought a grant with a potential March 2014 Approval)
Year Two
$125,000.00
Whirlpool
$100,000.00 (Pending Charter Award)
Figure 1. Overview of proposed planning grant money and donations.
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Community Need and Analysis

Approximately 80% of the projected students for the Obama Charter School are
currently being educated within the Benton Harbor Area School district including other
several Public School Academies. The remaining students are attending schools outside
the local district (as part of the schools of choice program in the area). Many are being
educated in archaic buildings and lack the necessary facilities, materials, and technology
to compete academically and socially. Based on my experiences in BHAS, many schools
have adopted an obsessive test taking climate and culture while stripping down the
curriculum of many rigorous and creative electives. There is a high turnover rate
amongst the teachers and support staff because of the lack of discipline in buildings and
the instability of school district leadership and financial standing.
There has not been a new school building constructed in the Benton Harbor
School district in over 70 years; none this century. Existing buildings are visually
unappealing and not conducive to modern teaching, learning, and the use of technology
(wireless or cable). Some have safety issues such as mold or a lack of running water.
Some buildings lack basic teaching materials such as paper, pencils, and even books.
Libraries have remained dormant for several years without new books, periodicals,
librarians, or media specialists. Some schools have no libraries at all. Countryside
Academy is the only school in the Benton Harbor Area that has adequate materials and
facilities, but it’s located outside of the city limits and resides in a rural area.
The public schools that are located in other cities outside of the BHAS district
such as Berrien Springs, Lakeshore, and St. Joseph operate and function very well. These
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districts have all the amenities of top flight school systems. They not only have solid
foundations in the basics, but excel in music, art, drama, accelerated courses, literature,
foreign language, creative writing, and have great after school programs. These schools
have been schools of choice, but now only Berrien Springs is accepting students from
outside their district. At present, only a few students are participating in the school of
choice program, because some schools have met their quota. An issue with schools of
choice is that all students must provide their own transportation and many of the students
from Benton Harbor cannot. Lake Michigan Catholic is the only parochial school in the
area and has less than one percent of Benton Harbor Area School district students who
attend. Tuition begins at $5,000 a year for K–5 students; $7,000 for grades 6–8, and
$10,000 for grades 9–12. Brookview is the only private school in the district; its K–8
students pay annual tuition of $20,000. No Benton Harbor Area School district students
attend Brookview.
The competitive advantages that would set the Obama Fine Arts Academy
(OFAA) apart from the other schools are varied and many. The OFAA will be a newly
constructed facility, built and designed for teaching and learning. It will be the first new
school built in Benton Harbor in the twenty-first century. My original vision is that it
would have all the facilities that great school districts have such as a functional library, a
greenhouse, science laboratories, an aquatic center, an auditorium, gymnasium, and
modern classrooms. It will have the latest technology (Macs and iPads) all anchored by a
comprehensive, competitive, and rigorous curriculum. The curriculum will be arts
integrated with an elaborate after-school program consisting of academics and fine arts
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with private music and dance instruction; this will be unparalleled in the county. The
students will work in a campus like atmosphere studying with professional instructors.
Diversity will be another advantage of the Obama Fine Arts Academy. All of the
schools in the community lack a certain degree of diversity. The OFAA will be more
diversified than the other schools because of its location and proximity to the new
housing development project Harbor Shores. The development is within walking distance
of the academy and will have 12 new neighborhoods with roughly 1,000 residents. These
are upscale homes and condominiums priced between $100,000 and $200,000. With the
influx of the new population of residents the social economic status of the student
population at the OFAA will be varied. The academy will be centrally located in the heart
of the city and accessible within a couple of miles to any student in the community. It
will be free public education at its highest quality.

Curriculum

This section offers a snap shot of the curriculum. The OFAA will offer a
rigorous, comprehensive curriculum in academics and the arts. Arts integration goes
beyond including art projects in class; it is an approach that seamlessly merges arts
standards with core curricula to build connections and provide engaging context.
The OFAA arts integrated curriculum will be aligned to the high academic
standards presented in the Common Core and Michigan’s Grade Level Content
Expectations to help our children discover and expand their own individual talents.
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When evaluating several curricular and instructional approaches, our criteria used
ways to research best practices in curriculum design that: (1) serve our specific
demographic; (2) support our vision and mission; and (3) ensure student achievement in
both academics and the arts. The OFAA development team researched and observed
elementary schools in Berrien County and none offered a comprehensive arts integrated
educational experience. One school did offer music, visual arts, dance and drama.;
however, in this school the arts were taught separately and not integrated into other
content areas. The book, Third Space: When learning matters (Deasy & Stevenson, 2005)
offered an examination of 10 case studies with the guiding question: “How do the arts
contribute to the improvement of schools that serve economically disadvantaged
communities?” Significant research presented by these studies indicated the following
evidence illustrating the profound impact of outstanding arts programs on underserved,
disadvantaged youth:
 Teachers, artists and communities can use strategies found in arts instruction to
improve their schools.
 Students indicated that learning became more relevant because of arts teaching.
 The interaction between both delivery methods for arts instruction (arts specialists
and classroom teachers) promoted positive outcomes for the students, the schools,
and the larger community.
Arts integration is highly effective in engaging and motivating learners of the
twenty-first century. It supports academic achievement and improved social behavior of
students while enhancing school climate and parental involvement. The arts provide
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many ways for demonstrating learning and competency. Also, arts instruction is
deepened through integration of content from the other subject areas. Bottom line: Art
integration brings learning to life!
Using arts-integrated instruction and incorporating Howard Gardner’s theory of
multiple intelligences, the instructional design of OFAA’s curricula will offer our
students a unique interdisciplinary education with daily arts instruction, offering
opportunities to learn through all the ways in which they are able. The research on the
relationship between the arts and academic and social outcomes have been well
documented. There are six major types of benefits associated with the study of the arts
and student achievement: reading and language skills; mathematics skills; thinking skills;
social skills; motivation to learn; positive school environment (Deasy, 2002).
To ensure that our teachers understand and gain the skills needed to facilitate a
successful arts integrated curriculum, they will participate in extensive on-going
professional development training. This is essential to give all of our teachers the ability
and competency in arts disciplines, and to enable them to analyze the curriculum to find
the natural connections between arts curriculum and the curriculum in other subject areas
(including creating lessons and units of instruction). For implementation plans and
timelines see Tables 2, 3, and 4.
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Table 2
Ten Year Projected Student Enrollment and Income
Year

Students

Grades

State Revenue ($)

1

300

PK-4

2,250,000

2

350

5

2,625,000

3

400

6

3,000,000

4

450

7

3,375,000

5

500

8

3,750,000

6

550

9

4,125,000

7

600

10

4,500,000

8

650

11

4,875,000

9

700

12

5,250,000

10

700

12

5,250,000

Table 3
The Proposed Obama Fine Arts Academy Calendar 2014-15
August 25-28, 2014
September 22 2014
October 2, 2014
November 13, 2014
November 26-28, 2014
December 5, 2014
December 20, 2014-January 5, 2015
January 19, 2015
February 20/23, 2015
March 26, 2015
March 27-April 10, 2015
April 24, 2015
May 29–June 1, 2015
June 4, 2015
June 5

Professional Development
First Student Day (Half-day)
Open House 5:00-7:00 p.m.
No Students Parent/Teacher Conference
No School- Thanksgiving Break
Professional Development
Winter Break
No School- Martin Luther King Day
No School- Presidents Day Break
Parent/Teacher Conference Day/Evening
Spring Break
Professional Development
Memorial Day Holiday Weekend
Last Student Day
Last Teacher Day

*If makeup snow days are needed, they will be added after June 5, 2015.
School Hours: 8:00 a.m. to 3:10 p.m.
Half days: 8:00 a.m. to 11:10 a.m.
After-School Program: 3:30 to 5:30 p.m.
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Assessment

This section offers a snap shot of the school’s assessment plans. Each year, staff
will strategically assess the learning expectations for students, as well as the methods
being used to teach the necessary skills. OFAA curriculum review is a multi-year process
that provides time for stakeholders to carefully study and evaluate the curriculum, review
and innovative new strategies while considering best practices with proven results, and
ensure alignment with state, federal and local standards (see Table 4).

Table 4
Curriculum Assessment Projection
Implementation Year
Year 1: Study, Audit,
Alignment
Year 2: Alignment ContinuedRecommendations
Year 3: Staff Development,
Implementation
Year 4: Implementation,
Monitor and Adjust
Year 5: Evaluation
Monitor and Adjust

Math

Science Language Social
Arts
Studies

Science Language Social PE/Health World
Fine Arts
Arts
Studies
Language
s

Math

Science Language Social PE/Health World
Fine Arts
Arts
Studies
Language
s
Math

Science Language Social PE/Health World
Fine Arts
Arts
Studies
Language
s
Math

Science Language Social PE/Health
Fine Arts
Arts
Studies
Math

Science Language Social
Fine Arts
Arts
Studies
Math

Science Language
Fine Arts
Arts

At each review stage, all relevant internal assessment data pools, strategic
summary reports from National Early College Consortium recommendation lists,
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standardized assessment scoring breakdowns, and cross-correlated student achievement
reports will be taken into consideration during the review process. Summary reporting of
the reviews in each content area will be provided to the Board, subcommittees, and
School Improvement Team to facilitate the decision-making process in curriculum
selection/adaptation.
Evaluation is the process through which teachers judge the quality of work—their
own or their students. There are two types of evaluative strategies that the Obama Fine
Arts Academy instructional staff will implement: (1) formative evaluations, which
involve a continual stream of reflection and feedback, and allow the educator or student
to continually adjust and improve their work while its ongoing; and (2) summative
evaluations, where feedback is gathered only after instruction has been completed. Both
strategies are necessary to provide for effective curriculum assessment and student
education. The online Curricular mapping tool (Curriculum Crafter), mandated state
assessments, and Northwest Educational Association will generate the appropriate reports
which will be utilized and reviewed for instructional adjustments in scope in sequence by
Academy staff on a weekly and monthly basis.
The Academy staff will meet weekly with each student and one another, at which
time assessment information will be shared with the student and plans to address any
issues will be developed mutually. In addition, parents will be kept informed through
face-to-face meetings and regular communications about their student’s status and the
results of all assessments.
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CHAPTER III

IMPLEMENTATION: THE LONG ROAD TO CREATING AN APPROVED
APPLICATION AND SEEKING AUTHORIZATION

Completing an Application

Starting a public school academy in Michigan consists of completing a Phase 1
authorizer and a planning grant application, which are very similar. You can not submit a
state application grant until you have received approval from an authorizer. I have
completed the authorizer’s Phase 1 application and submitted it to two educational
institutions. When the application is accepted by the authorizer, the planning grant
application is then submitted the following fall. Both applications want documented
evidence of need (community analysis), data, evaluation design, and a business plan
which deals with facilities, operational and management plan and the budget. All of this
information has been documented in the Phase 1 application (see Appendix B).
Starting a charter school is a monumental task. It requires so many levels of
expertise that no one person could possibly posses the varied skills. It’s even more
difficult when it’s a self managed or freestanding charter. This means that you are locally
controlled and not managed or influenced by any educational management organization
or charter management organization. The researching and documentation of the state
application and authorizer’s application is the first obstacle the planning committee must
encounter. This can be extremely tedious and time consuming. The researching and
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networking requires such focus and attention that it almost becomes overwhelming. The
skill of delegation and dedication in this process becomes apparent immediately.
Since Public School Academics’ inception in the early 1990s, the process creating
PSAs in Michigan have totally evolved. Originally charter schools were designed for
communities who were not satisfied with what was going on in the local school district.
Leaders then created small creative schools that were locally run and controlled. Now the
trend, especially in Michigan, is large Educational Management Organizations (EMOs)
and Charter Management Organizations (CMOs) which are for-profit and dominate the
new charter school landscape. Based on my experiences, it now appears that many
educational institutions and authorizers in Michigan, such as universities and community
colleges, refuse to deal with freestanding (local) charter schools because they do not have
the financial backing of the EMOs and CMOs. The relationship between the educational
institutions and the management companies is very strong and prevents many potential
locally run charters from getting the needed authorization. Many universities and colleges
prefer to deal with EMOs and CMOs because of the lack of time needed for oversight.
They feel that their management would spend more money and have less time for
oversight on an unproven group of locals than on an established EMO and CMO. That
currently makes it almost impossible for local control of charters in the state of Michigan.

Seeking Authorization

The State of Michigan charter regulations are constantly changing, and can
change without notice. As recently as six months ago, a charter application to the State of
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Michigan could be submitted without an authorizer approval and be considered for a
grant application. That mandate does not exist currently. You must now have an
authorizer in order to submit a grant application, which makes it more difficult and the
authorizers have complicated the situation also. Universities and community colleges
authorizers now have windows when they are accepting applications, and these could
arbitrarily change at any time. You must call to see if they are accepting applications, and
unfortunately, if you are rejected, the law does not require institutions to give an
explanation concerning the denial of these Phase 1 applications.
The application for the authorizer and state department are almost identical,
extremely detailed, and even redundant at times. It took weeks to complete the authorizer
application and it required a tremendous amount of research and a committee of
dedicated individuals. The consultants I had hired agreed it was a strong application, but
that it was still weak on the facilities and finance section. I was told by one consultant
that most applications in Michigan are read from the back (facility and financial section)
of the application. Based on my experiences, I must reiterate that regardless of how
creative your curriculum is, if the financial portion of the application is not strong, you
will not receive a charter.
It’s really important that the expertise of charter school consultants is utilized in
this process. Many consultants have relationships with authorizers and the state viewing
boards that they are familiar with; what’s important on the application and what is not.
All authorizers do not have the same criteria for charters and having a consultant to
review your application is a must. According to many consultants, the planning
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committee and board for our public school academy was considered one of the strongest
sections of our application. We have a diverse group of expertise from the legal
perspective to real estate with a strong foundation of educators. Unfortunately, the most
important section of our application, according to our consultants, was the weakest, the
financial and facilities portion and section.
With this new educational frontier of charter development comes a plethora of
consultants who are willing to share their expertise for a nominal fee. Many claim to have
an inside track to authorizers or back room services (Human Resources and Payroll), but
with no guarantees and for a price. Our group spent a substantial amount of money for
“tips” on the application, only to be rejected twice and told by the consultants, “it’s
natural to be rejected, let’s just keep trying” (which means paying more to the
consultants).
The biggest issue by far in starting a public school academy is the acquiring of a
facility and the finances that goes along with it. Authorizers will not take you seriously
unless you have a building and the means to sustain it. Developers refuse to invest into
your project unless you have an authorizer, and the financial institutions refuse to do
business unless you have both. There are many charter developers that will build and
invest if they think it’s an opportunity to make money. Many empty buildings that are
potential charter schools are sitting unused in this community because they refuse to take
a risk on an independent charter. But many have already tried to negotiate an inflated
lease or purchase agreements. It’s truly a business. Despite these challenges, it’s been
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almost a year juggling all three, and we are closer than we have ever been in securing a
facility.
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CHAPTER IV

CONCLUSIONS AND LESSONS LEARNED

Conclusions

The Planning team applied to Ferris State University in October 2013 and Central
Michigan University in November 2013 for authorization. Both applications were denied
without explanation, which I heard was standard practice. After careful analysis and
consultation it was determined that a lack of a facility and strong financial support was
the main cause of rejection. We are currently seeking investors and developers.

Lessons Learned

My initial expectations of this project was very unrealistic, I thought building a
charter could be done within a year. This will be a two-year project with a new proposed
opening day in August of 2015. Finances is important in all education; the more money
(if utilized properly) the better the institution. Our committee has met with three
benefactors; we think we are very close to landing one, but we have been close before.
We are a radical group from the grass roots facing many obstacles, but we will prevail.
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Recommendations

If anyone is to take on the task of starting a public school academy, I would
recommend the following:
•

Educational innovations and technology means a great deal in building charters
but money matters more. Securing financing is the most important part of
building a public school academy. If there is no money behind the project, it goes
nowhere. It’s a business.

•

Securing a facility is one of your most difficult tasks, whether you’re building
from the ground or renovating. This is the most complex dynamic of the project.
This should be your first priority because without a building nothing happens.

•

Assembling a planning committee that is diverse in expertise, totally committed,
and willing to work hard is a must. Having a committee of all educators and/or
parents will not work. The need for financial, educational, architectural, political
and legal consultation will present itself.

•

Understanding the importance of time and planning is invaluable. The more time
and preparation that goes into the project, the more potential for success. You
can’t build a charter in a year.

•

Do not overestimate parent involvement and influence. Parents can be very
emotional when involved in starting a charter and many do not understand the
dynamics that are involved in building a school. Parent involvement can be more
beneficial when the school is completed.

•
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Beware of community politics when there is an existing public school district of
other competing schools. Even if the district schools are failing, everyone is not in
favor of charters. The image of charters is not best in all school districts.

•

Do not hesitate to replace members of the planning committee if they are not
committed or serving their purpose. It’s very difficult working with members who
are not committed and it has a tendency to stagnate the process.

•

This is a full-time job for anyone who assumes the leadership position. You
cannot successfully do this job part-time. The project leader needs a financial
sponsor.

•

Try to enlist a couple of charter consultants to assist in the beginning of the
process. In this relatively new field of charter school development, they have the
experience and expertise to assist when needed. They know the rules and know
the game could change at any time; but beware. Many have the dubious
distinction of charging for all and any advice. Education is their business.

•

Rejection is a major part of starting a charter. Psychologically and emotionally all
groups must be aware of this dynamic. Being rejected by institutions of education,
finance, and business is commonplace in the process. Resiliency is a very
important characteristic for all groups.
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The Project Team

Name
Don Pearson
Project Director
1875 Elm Terrace
Benton Harbor, MI

Strengths
Leadership Ability
and skills – Strong
Educational
Background
Native to the
Community-Familiar
with Demographic
Professionalism,
Insightful, wellversed with
curriculum and
educational best
practices

Experience

Governance/Training

Developed project
based curriculum,
staffed the MLK
STEAM program,
developed and
presented
professional
development
workshops and inservices. Developed
after-school reading
programs, developed,
facilitated groups in
diversity and literacy
initiative.

Coordinator of S.T.E.A.M
LITERACY INITIATIVES.
Coordinator of the MLK
S.T.E.A.M Program.

Contributions

To oversee all
aspects of the
project. To
coordinate the
development of all
aspects of the PSA.
Liaison to Western
Timely submissions
Michigan University.
of all
Lead Teacher at McCord documentation and
correspondence
Renaissance Ctr.
associated grant
Mentor Teacher to new and preparation
thereof. The
and probationary
philosophical
teachers.
foundation of the
Vice President of Benton PSA. Assemble an
Harbor Education Assoc. elite team of
School Administrator
individuals with
Certified K-12
multiple areas of
expertise for the
Ed.S. in Educational
development team
Administration, MA
and also for the
Literacy
board.
Western Michigan
University, BS Secondary
Education, Michigan
Certified: Cultural
Studies 6-12, Sociology
6-12, All subjects 7/8,
Reading Specialist K-12,
ELA K-8, and Linguistics
8-12.
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Name
Greg Ladewski
Legal Support
P.O. Box 1123
Benton Harbor, MI
49022

Strengths

Experience

Governance/Training

Contributions

Extensive legal
experience in general
and special education
issues. Highly
involved in the
community. Strong
background in the
arts.

Appear before two
federal courts of
appeal; two state
supreme courts; three
federal district courts;
state courts of
appeals; numerous
trial courts;
arbitrators and
mediations panel; the
NLRB; and the
administrator tribunal
overseeing Special
Education, Civil
Rights, Freedom
Information, Nuclear
Power regulation,
licensure,
unemployment,
landlord/ tenant and
zoning.

He developed his own
law practice with a focus
in general and Special
Education; labor and
employment; civil right;
business; municipal law;
family law; consumer
protection; property
disputes, white collar
and juvenile criminal
defense.

Focus on Labor and
Employment
between the
organization and
the employees,
Makes certain that
all Civil Rights are
protected for all
parties.

Drafting and
Partnered with Troff,
revising contracts,
Petzke, and Ammeson of policies, handbooks
St. Joseph MI.
and all other legal
documents that will
Partnered with Davis
govern the
and Kuelthau of
organization.
Milwaukee, WI.
Legal counsel for
Southwest Michigan
general and Special
Symphony Orchestra,
Education matters.
Board President of St.
Joseph, MI
Advise and consult
on all given contacts
University of Michigan
that the
Law School, Juris Doctor, organization may be
Magnum Cum Laude
bound by.
University of Michigan
Horace Rackham of
Graduate Studies,
Studies in
Communication
(Political Rhetoric)
University of Michigan
College of Literature
Science and the Arts, BA
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Name
Jeffrey Booker
Community Liaison
217 E. Main St. Apt. G
Benton Harbor, MI
49022

Strengths
Possesses the
necessary Public
Relation skills, and

Experience

Governance/Training

Contributions

Facilitator for
middle/high school
students.

Coordinator Lake
Coordination of
Michigan College
Student and Parent
Upward Bound Program. Recruitment.
Analyzing
community
Communication Skills Benton Harbor Area Western Michigan
demographics.
to effectively
Schools Board Trustee University, BA African
Strategizing
communicate with
American Studies and
Consortium for
the community
Political Science
recruitment
community
techniques that will
Development Board
increase student
Highly effective
Analytical Skills and of Directors.
enrollment.
expertise
Educational
Opportunity Ctr.
Advisor Board.
Diversity and
Inclusion Intern,
Kellogg Co.

Susan Dietrich
Fine Arts Consultant
1610 Sun Prairie Drive
St. Joseph, MI 49085

The ability to develop
programs which
teach and enhance
musical abilities of
the students. To
recruit other
instructors to teach
various genres of fine
arts. Teaching and
mastering piano,
vocal music,
recorder, orchestra,
and general music
with integration into
the core curriculum.

Taught and Directed Lake Michigan Youth
Orchestra and general Orchestra Coach and
music at Benton
substitute Conductor
Harbor Area Schools.
Director of Orchestra,
Elementary Teacher Benton Harbor Area
Schools.
Artist in Residence, St.
Joseph Public Schools, Director of Music for the
Citadel and Music Ctr.
Lake Michigan Youth
Orchestra Coach and Director of Arts and
substitute Conductor Education, Salvation
Army Community Ctr.

To be involved in
curriculum planning
and assessments for
the Fine arts and
integration of the
Fine arts.
Consultant on
specifications in
facilities for the Fine
arts. Identification
of student
population to be
serviced after
school. To
coordinate the Fine
Michigan State
arts staff. To
University, BA Education facilitate the
in Fine Arts.
academic and
artistic needs of the
Michigan State
students
University, Masters in
Urban Teaching.
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Name
Jerry Catania
Arts Consultant
P.O. Box 287
Glenn, MI 49416

Strengths

Experience

Governance/Training

The ability to develop
programs which
teach and enhance
talents of the
students.

Adjunct Faculty at
Director of Water Street
Michigan State in the Glassworks.
area of Art Education.
Co-owner Vesuvius Art
Adjunct Faculty at the Gallery
School of the Art
To recruit other artist institute of Chicago at Co-owner of the Fiasco
to teach other genres Ox-box. Coordinator Glass Studio
of visual arts. Multi- and Instructor of
talented in 3Glass Art
Coordinator and
Dimensional art for
Instructor of Glass Art
Visiting Professor
children
Liaocheng, China.
Coordinator of Indonesia
Lectured and taught Study Visit.
workshops in Art
Education.
Michigan State
University, Post Grad
Coordinator of
Work – Inter-disciplinary
Indonesia Study Visit. Studies in Art Education
Planned and
implemented
Western Michigan
centered on the Arts. University, Masters of
Arts in Art Education
Michigan State
University, BA in Fine
Arts major – Art
Education, industrial
design, and minor in
psychology.

Contributions
curriculum planning
and assessments for
the visual arts and
integration of the
arts. Consultant on
specifications in
facilities for the
arts. Identification
of student
population to be
serviced after
school. To
coordinate the
visual arts staff. To
facilitate the
academic and
artistic needs of the
students
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Name
Tim Flynn
Architect/Facilities
465 E Main Street
Benton Harbor, MI
49022

Strengths
Possesses Team
leadership and
coordination skills.

Experience
Designed and
Constructed: Lake
Michigan Catholic
Jr./Sr. High
renovations, St.
Joseph, MI

Effective client
communication for
quality assurance and
quality control.
Lake Michigan
Catholic Elementary
Ability to complete
School Gym and
highly successful and Classroom addition,
complex projects,
St. Joseph, MI
both renovations and
new constructions
Andrews University
while maintaining an Administration Bldg.,
extremely cost
Berrien Springs, MI
effective
architectural process FBI Field Offices, St.
based on the
Joseph, MI
efficiency of a
collaborative model. Michigan Works,
Benton Harbor, MI

Governance/Training
Vice President and
Owner Inocencio-Flynn
Design, Inc.
Past President of Board
Directors of the New
Territory Arts Assoc.
Ball State University –
BA of Architecture and
BS in Environmental
Design

Contributions
Develop and
oversees the
architecture design
of the entire
educational facility
and grounds.
Conveys the needs
of the project to the
necessary
contractors to meet
specifications. Will
oversee the
construction and
landscaping as it
progresses. Will
secure all necessary
permits, variances
and adhere to all
city and state codes

Buchanan Art Ctr. ,
Buchanan, MI
The Acorn Ctr. for the
Performing Arts,
Three Oaks, MI
Tracy-Ann N Jennings
Parent
Consultant/Liaison
2072 Elm Terrance
Benton Harbor, MI
49022

Well organized and
professional
Developing and
sustaining strategic
relationships
Working with local
media

Community Outreach Recruitment of students Expresses the needs
educator for planned and Families for the
of families from the
parenthood
organization
parent perspective
Independent living
Mobilizing volunteers
specialist for disability
network of Southwest Assisting in establishing
Michigan
PTA or PTO

Ameri-corps
Organizing Parent
Communications and programs/volunteer Groups and community
community relations for the Boys and Girls supporters
Club or Benton
Harbor
Forecasting and
strategic planning
Substitute Teacher

Serves as a Parent
Advisor/advocate
Plays a key role in
Community
Outreach,
recruiting, and
organizing.
Assist in
establishing Parent
Groups
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